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Measuring Women’s Work: A Methodological Exploration 
Ray Langsten and Rania Salem 
ABSTRACT 
In this paper we contrast two approaches to the measurement of women’s work 
applied to the same population of ever-married women.  These women were interviewed on 
two separate occasions – first during the 2003 Interim Egypt DHS, and again during the Slow 
Fertility Transition (SFT) survey conducted in 2004.  The DHS uses a standard keyword 
question to measure work, while the SFT employs an activities list question format.  We 
argue that the widely-used keyword approaches to measuring women’s work underestimate 
the level of female labor force activity, as shown by the DHS-SFT comparison and supported 
by analysis of data from the 1998 Egyptian Labor Market Survey.  We demonstrate that the 
activities list approach captures a wider range of economic activities among women, while 
allowing us to document multiple jobs held simultaneously by respondents.  Furthermore,  we 
find that keyword questions disproportionately exclude poor and poorly educated working 
women from the labor force.  Survey approaches to the measurement of women’s work must 
be revised if we are to fully account for women’s contributions to family welfare and national 
accounts, and if we are to understand the relationship of work to other variables and 
processes of interest to social scientists.   
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Measuring Women’s Work: A Methodological Exploration1
Introduction
The social science literature has long recognized that women’s productive activities2
are poorly measured.  Boserup (1970), writing more than three decades ago, is credited with 
first raising the question of whether women’s work is accurately accounted for in labor force 
statistics (Beneria 1981; Beneria 1992).  In the intervening years, scholars have often noted 
that women’s work is under-reported in official data, censuses, and labor force surveys 
(Beneria 1981; 1982; Dixon 1982; Boulding 1983; Recchini de Lattes and Wainerman 1986; 
Papps 1992; Bajaj 1999 Chen, Sebstad and O’Connell 1999; Donahoe 1999), with some 
contending that “conceptual and statistical practices have made much of women’s work 
‘invisible’” (Standing 1999: 586; see also, Mehra and Gammage 1999; Carr, Chen and Tate 
2000).    Even in the present decade the problem of fully capturing women’s work remains 
(Chen 2001; Salway, Rahman and Jesmin 2003).  Yet, correct information on women’s (and 
all) work is “crucial for diagnosing the causes of poverty and inequality—and for guiding 
policymakers in their attempts to improve living standards” (Schaffner 2000: 217). It is likely 
that unreported work makes a substantial contribution to family welfare and national accounts 
(Leila 2001)  Moreover, employment status, occupation and income are widely used as 
predictors and as outcomes in the empirical work of the social sciences.  The importance of 
measuring them properly is self-evident.   
Two broad issues affect the measure of women’s work: 1) the definition, or 
conceptual categories, used; and 2) the way in which the definition is operationalized for data 
 
1 This analysis was partially supported by the Population Council through a grant from USAID—Subaward 
number I04.12A.  The authors wish to thank Rania Roushdy, Nahla Abdel Tawab, Zeinab Khadr, and Ragui 
Assaad for their advice on various aspects of this study.  We are especially grateful to John Casterline, who 
provided extensive comments on an earlier version of the paper.   
2 In this paper we will focus on women’s labor force activity, or women’s work, not on women’s labor force 
participation.  The latter typically encompasses those who are unemployed,  while we are concerned solely with 
fully measuring women’s contribution to production (Anker 1990). 
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collection (Dixon 1982; Papps 1992; Assaad 1997).  In this paper we examine this second 
issue: data collection methods.  We compare two surveys which share the same basic 
definition of work, but which differ in their approaches to measuring it.  The first survey, the 
2003 Egypt Demographic and Health Survey (EDHS) utilizes a keyword question, a format 
which is commonly used in many labor force surveys, as well as in all DHS.  The second 
survey to which this is contrasted was administered to a sub-sample of the 2003 EDHS 
respondents in 2004, and uses an activities list. We argue that the activities list method 
provides a more accurate accounting of all forms of women’s work, and permits a fuller 
assessment of women’s economic contributions.  We further demonstrate that the newly 
identified working women are different from the women categorized as working by standard 
questions used in most surveys.   
 
The Development of Current Conceptualizations and Measures of Work
In the 1980s, much of the discussion of the definition of work focused on the 
contentious issue of including, or not, domestic work that contributes to family well-being 
(Beneria 1981;1982).  But, beyond this unresolved problem, others have focused on the 
undercount of women working in agriculture (Dixon 1982), and, more recently, women in the 
informal sector (Charmes 1998; Bajaj 1999; Chen, Sebstad and O’Connell 1999; Mehra and 
Gammage 1999; Standing 1999; Carr, Chen, and Tate 2000; Chen 2001; Carr and Chen 2002; 
Muller 2002; Chen 2004; Avirgan, Bivens, and Gammage 2005).  As a part of this 
discussion, the International Conference of Labor Statisticians revised and broadened the 
official definition of work in a resolution adopted in October 1982 (ILO 1982), and dealt with 
the issue of employment in the informal sector in a resolution adopted in January 1993 (ILO 
1993).  Most researchers now accept a broad definition of work including all activities that 
produce  “goods and services designated as important elements of national wealth and 
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economic growth” (Donahoe 1999: 544), no matter how temporary, intermittent or informal 
the work may be, or how little time is devoted to it (though some research imposes minimum 
numbers of hours worked per week).  While there may still be tasks that are difficult to 
classify,3 it remains the case that most surveys of female labor force activity now seek to 
include all women who work in the broad, extended labor force, including those who produce 
only for home consumption and even if for only an hour or so per week. 
Changes have also been made in data collection methods in order to ensure that 
respondents understand the definition of work used, and to encourage the reporting of all 
work by respondents.  The standard approach to measuring women’s work uses one or more 
“keyword questions”—employing such terms as “work”,  “job”, or “main activity” (Anker 
1983).  Although the keyword questions typically used in the labor market/force surveys have 
changed in accordance with the adoption of a broader definition of work, the new questions 
remain ineffective in capturing home-based and subsistence production, part-time sales, and 
other casual and intermittent activities.  When researchers complain of under-reports of 
women’s work, they are generally speaking of data collected using the keyword approach.  
To improve the capture of women’s labor force activity, some have employed “time-use” 
studies, collecting detailed information on all activities, including work, leisure, sleep, etc., 
that a woman does during a given time frame (Donahoe 1999).  An alternative approach for 
improving reports of work is the use of an activities list (Dixon 1982), in which the 
respondent is queried about a list of specific tasks—work in the fields; work in a factory or 
workshop; make cheese or sweets to sell; sell something in a shop, the market, or the street; 
etc.  Anker and colleagues have shown such lists to have a substantial impact on the number 
of women workers reported in methods tests in Egypt and India (Anker, Khan and Gupta 
1987;Anker and Anker 1989; Anker 1990; Anker and Anker 1995).  Despite the higher levels 
 
3 For example, while all may view home production of cheese for sale in the market as an important economic 
contribution, perhaps not everyone will agree about the inclusion of the making of dung cakes used as fuel in the 
making of the cheese. 
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of women’s work revealed by such alternative methods, time-use data are rarely collected, 
and activities lists are almost never used, Yet researchers continue to request that “survey 
instruments should be made more sensitive to women’s work” (Mehra and Gammage 1999: 
547; see also, Muller 2002).   
 
Women’s Work in Egypt
In the early 1980s Anker (1983) critiqued the contemporary definitions of, and data 
collection methods for measuring, women’s work.  In that same year, the Egyptian Labor 
Force Sample Survey (LFSS) made a conscious effort to improve reporting of women in the 
labor force, by specifically training interviewers to be aware of unpaid family labor, 
particularly labor on family farms (Anker and Anker 1989).  As a result of these efforts, the 
percentage of women reported to be working doubled from 5.8 percent in 1982 to 12.7 
percent in 1983 (Anker and Anker 1989: Table 3).  But, it was argued that “further 
improvement in data collection [was] both possible and necessary” (Anker and Anker 1989: 
515).   
To test the effects of questionnaire design, among other factors, on reports of 
women’s work, and to demonstrate that women’s labor force activity was substantially 
greater than even the 1983 reports, the ILO/CAPMAS Labor Force Methods Test (LFMT) 
was carried out in late 1984.  While this methods test assessed the impact of a number of 
factors on reporting of women’s work, in this current paper, we focus on the type of questions 
employed to identify working women.  Two approaches were tried:  1) multiple keyword 
questions; 2) an activities list.  When a broad “extended” definition of the labor force was 
used, the methods test found that 80 percent or more of rural women were economically 
active.  While “use of typical labor force questions that rely on key words or phrases such as 
‘main activity’ and ‘work’ result in an enormous under-reporting of female labor force 
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activity” (Anker and Anker 1989: 518), Anker concluded that either a “sufficiently long set 
of [specific] key-word questions or … the use of an activity schedule” would provide an 
accurate measure of women’s work (Anker and Anker 1989: 519). 
Following this methodological work a special round of the LFSS was conducted in 
October 1988 (Fergany 1990).  Among the main features of this survey were a careful 
definition of employment and a measurement approach using a direct keyword work 
question, supplemented by a series of 6 screening questions (Fergany 1990; Assaad and El-
Hamidi 2001).  This produced an extended labor force activity rate of 42 percent for women.  
A similar approach employing multiple keyword questions was used in the 1998 Egyptian 
Labor Market Survey (ELMS), when 46 percent of women were found to be active in the 
extended labor force (Assaad and El-Hamidi 2001).  Interestingly, the reported level of 
female labor force activity dipped in the LFSSes of 1990 and 1995, between the special 
surveys of 1988 and 1998.  This has been attributed to a “waning effort” to carefully probe 
women’s work, particularly participation in subsistence agriculture and informal activities 
(Assaad and El-Hamidi 2001; Assaad 2002).  These LFSS/ELMS results are show in Figure 
1,  below.  
Additional results in Table 1 reinforce the important contributions of both definition 
and data collection methods in determining reported women’s labor force activity.  On the 
matter of the definition of work, the LFMT and the ELMS provide estimates of both: 1) the 
“market” labor force, including only those workers who produce goods or services for the 
market or for barter; and 2) the “extended” labor force, including a wider range of workers, 
adding those who produce goods or services for home consumption (Assaad 2002: 6). 
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Both the ELMS and the LFMT found the market labor force to be about one-half the size of 
the extended labor force.  However, in the LFMT data both measures of the labor force are 
almost twice those found in the ELMS, whichever definition is used.   
Table 1.   Levels of Women’s Labor Force Activity in Egypt, According to a Variety of Sources. 
Survey  Female 
Participation Rate  
Notes 
ILO/CAPMAS Labor 




Rural women.  




82% Time-use approach. 
Egypt Labor Market 
Survey 1998 
46% (Extended) 
21%(Market) Multiple keyword questions.  
*Adapted from Assaad 2002: 10. 
The LFMT achieves much higher levels of reported work not only because it used 
multiple keyword questions, but also because it included a basic activities list (Anker 1990). 
Indeed, Anker argues that “general keyword questions … are not sufficient for identifying 
anything but the paid labor force” (Anker 1990:48).  Donahoe (1999), analyzing time-use 
data, also finds levels of labor force activity as high as those reported by Anker.   
9
Keyword questions undercount women’s work for a number of reasons.  If, for 
example, an interviewer asks about “work”, biases on the part of both the interviewer and the 
respondent may exclude unpaid family labor, and even part-time tasks done to earn money, 
from their normative conceptualizations of “work” (Dixon 1982; Anker 1983).  These 
normative views of what should be counted as “work” may cause interviewers to forgo 
detailed probing into non-normative activities, in spite of their training (Anker 1990).  Asking 
about “main activity” may lead many women to report themselves as “housewives”, though 
they may make food products, or other goods that are sold in the market, and/or may spend 
some of their time selling these, or other, goods (Anker, Khan and Gupta 1987).  This 
problem is aggravated when the woman’s labor force activity is closely integrated with, and 
may be viewed as an extension of, her household duties.  In effect, women’s productive 
activities are hidden behind their normative economically inactive role of housewife and 
mother (Charmes 1998).  Finally, women may be reluctant to report work they perform 
because it compromises their social status (Donahoe 1999).   
 
Methodology
The core of our analysis compares the reported labor force activity rates of a sample 
of ever-married women between 15-49 years of age interviewed at two points in time, using 
two different measurement approaches.  Each woman was first interviewed as part of the 
2003 Egypt Interim DHS which used a standard keyword question.  Approximately 10 
months later, the same women were re-interviewed during the 2004 Slow Fertility Transition 
(SFT) survey in which a newly developed activities list was administered.  (See Appendix 1 
for the activity list used in the 2004 SFT survey.)   
 The work module of the 2003 DHS opens with a single keyword question:  “As you 
know, some women take up jobs for which they are paid in cash or kind.  Others sell things, 
10
have a small business or work on the family farm or in the family business.  …  Are you 
currently doing any of these things or any other work?  Have you done any work in the last 
12 months?”  This question clearly seeks to be inclusive of all work, whether for the market 
or for subsistence, whether full-time or part-time,  The reference period used by the DHS is 
the 12 months preceding the interview.  If the woman responded she had not worked during 
this period, no further probing was done by the interviewer and the woman was assumed to 
be economically inactive.  If a woman responded that she had worked, she was asked for her 
occupation in a subsequent question.  Those who worked in agriculture were also asked a 
question about the ownership of the land on which they worked, and then all working women 
were asked about the regularity of their work and the form of remuneration they received.  As 
best as we can determine from the DHS questionnaire and data, only one job or type of work 
was recorded. 
In contrast, the SFT activity list asked women about a number of possible economic 
activities, with women required to provide a response of “yes” or “no” to each item.  The 
activities were loosely grouped into agricultural work, animal husbandry, production or 
processing for market exchange, and sale of own labor in various settings.  We believe the 
conceptualization of work underlying these questions mirrors that of the DHS.  If more than 
one type of work was reported in the SFT survey, women were asked to specify which 
economic activity they considered to be their main work.  For this activity, information on 
hours worked outside the house and whether or not they were paid for their work was 
solicited from the respondents.  The reference period for economic activities was shorter than 
the DHS; 3 months.  Previous research suggests that such differences in reference period 
have little impact on the reported levels of women’s work  (Anker 1990).   
In this paper, we first advance several hypotheses about our expected findings.  Next 
we trace female work rates over time, showing how these rates respond to changes in the 
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definition and operationalization of work in the DHS.   In the following section, we explain 
our construction of a new set of categories of work status and occupation: “none”, 
“professional/technical/clerical”, “sales”, “agricultural/ animal husbandry”, and “services/ 
manual”, and display the overall work rates produced by the two surveys.  We then examine 
the degree of correspondence between the levels of work reported in the DHS and SFT 
surveys.  Next, we investigate the types of work most effectively captured by the activities 
list, and analyze the background characteristics of women who made consistent reports in 
comparison with those whose work status changed between the two surveys.  For the latter, 
we focus particularly on newly identified workers; that is, those women who reported that 
they were not working in the DHS, but who were found to be economically active in the SFT.  
Finally we compare occupation-specific labor force activity rates for the ELMS and the SFT 
to show reporting differences between a survey that used multiple keyword questions and one 
employing an activities list. 
 
Hypotheses
We hypothesize that the activities list approach identifies many more economically 
active women than do the single keyword questions typically used, and even than multiple 
keyword questions such as those in the ELMS. 
 We further hypothesize that particular sorts of employment will account for the bulk 
of the anticipated increase.  Anker observes that almost all of the increase in women’s labor 
force activity resulting from more detailed questions is concentrated in agriculture (Anker 
1990: 30).  Similarly, Assaad and Hamidi (2001) argue that variation in the periodic LFSS 
estimates of the female labor force is due in large part to variation in the coverage of female 
participation in agriculture. We expect that the SFT activities list will also identify many 
women involved in primary production (agricultural work/animal husbandry), particularly for 
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home consumption.  But we also expect to capture other types of work that are normally 
missed, such as manual labor, small-scale production, petty trade activities, and work 
performed for family-owned businesses.  The work of women newly identified as active in 
the labor force is likely to be: intermittent, casual, home-based, part-time, in a word—
informal4 (Kabeer 1997; Standing 1999).   
Beyond the differences in the types of work performed by newly identified 
economically active women, we hypothesize that these women have different social and 
economic characteristics from working women detected by standard keyword questions.  We 
posit that these newly identified workers will be poorer and less educated than are women 
who work in more normative positions and are identified by a single keyword question. 
 
Findings
Women’s Work in DHS Over Time 
 Before examining the 2003-2004 data it is useful to show how measures of women’s 
labor force activity in the Egypt DHS have changed over time.   In the first Egypt DHS, in 
1988, the single keyword question used implied a limited market-oriented view of women’s 
work.  The 1988 question read:  “Are you now doing any work for cash?”  Apparently in 
response to the extensive debates on appropriate definitions of women’s work, in 1992 DHS 
began to use the broader question noted above5 which reflects what Anker, Assaad, and 
others call the extended labor force.   
 
4 In this paper we use the term informal as a shorthand for the preceding characteristics.  Labor economists have 
a formal definition for this term.  According to the ILO, formal employment is: 1) stable, regular employment 
with a 2) registered enterprise, 3) secured by a contract and 4) covered by social insurance.  Informal jobs under 
the ILO definition, lack one or more of these characteristics, and therefore have many elements in common with 
the informal work to which we refer in this paper (ILO 1993).  
5 This question reads:  “As you know, some women take up jobs for which they are paid in cash or kind.  Others 
sell things, have a small business or work on the family farm or in the family business.  …  Are you currently 
doing any of these things or any other work?  Have you done any work in the last 12 months?”   
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Figure 2 shows the percent of women “currently working” for each DHS between 
1988 and 2003.  As expected, the narrow, market-oriented question used in 1988 produces a 
relatively low level of women’s labor force activity—13 percent.  When the broader question 
was introduced in 1992, reported women’s work increased to 21 percent, approximately the 
same level as was reported in 2003.  But, reported women’s labor force activity was lower in 
the DHS data for 1995 and 2000.  It appears that, just as in the LFSS data collected between 
the two special surveys in 1988 and 1998, in the intermediate DHS years there was a waning 
effort to probe for women’s work. 




















Women’s Work in the 2003 DHS and the 2004 SFT 
In this section we demonstrate that the questions used to measure women’s work can 
have a substantial impact on the number of women identified as working and on the profile of 
women workers.  Relying on a single keyword question, the 2003 DHS found a labor force 
activity rate of 20.8% in the sub-sample of ever-married women aged 15-49 who were 
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included in the 2004 SFT survey.  The more detailed work activities list employed by the 
SFT, on the other hand, indicates that 64.5% of these same women were working.  The level 
of work captured by the question format used in the SFT is higher in both rural and urban 
areas, and in all regions.  Table 2 below presents a cross-tabulation of reported work status 
found in the DHS 2003 and SFT 2004.  We have grouped women into five work categories:  
1) no work; 2) professional, technical or clerical (PTC); 3) sales (shop, souq6, or home); 4) 
agriculture or animal husbandry; 5) service or manual labor (skilled and unskilled).  Because 
of the differences in the questions asked in the two sources of data, we are forced to recode 
the basic work variables and collapse occupational groups in both the DHS and the SFT to 
arrive at comparable categories.   
In the SFT questionnaire women were able to report multiple occupations.  As in 
other developing countries, in Egypt many women do more than one type of work.  For 
example, women who make sweets may also sell those sweets in the souq. Or women who 
raise goats may make cheese from the goat’s milk, and then sell the cheese from their homes.  
Some women will work in the fields when such work is available, but work in construction 
should an opportunity arise.  In our recode of the SFT occupation variables, women who 
reported working at more than one job during the three months prior to the interview7 were 
assigned the occupation that they said was their “main work”, that is, the work that was “most 
important” to them.  If women reported (or were allowed to report) more than one type of 
work in the DHS, this is not evident from the DHS data set.   
 
Consistency and Change in the Two Measures of Work 
 
6 Local market. 
7 Of the 2124 women who reported working the SFT, a total of 471 women (22.2%) performed more than one 
job in the 3 months prior to the interview.   Of these, more than half (276) do subsistence primary production 
(overwhelming animal husbandry), along with a market oriented task.  Still, 195 women (9.2% of all working 
women) performed more than one market oriented task during the reference period. 
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Table 2, below, demonstrates two key conclusions.  First, women who report that 
they are economically active in both surveys are generally consistent in reporting the same 
occupational activity at both points in time.  The main difference between the two studies is 
that many women said to be economically inactive in the DHS are found to be working by 
the SFT activities list.  Second, the DHS question on work is most effective in identifying 
women working in professional, technical and clerical (PTC) jobs: that is, jobs that are likely 
to be full-time or close to full-time, that are performed in an office setting in the so-called 
modern sector, and that conform to the normative view of “work”.  The SFT format, while 
identifying about the same number of  PTC workers as the DHS does, disproportionately 
identifies women working in agriculture, and in sales, services, and manufacturing—jobs that 
are more likely to be casual, intermittent, and part-time, while being home-based and thus  
Table 2.  Comparison of Two Independent Reports of Work Status and Occupation– DHS 2003 





























































































integrated with the woman’s household duties.  We elaborate on this second point below.  
First we discuss the basic consistency between the two work measures. 
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All the women interviewed in the SFT survey were also interviewed in the 2003 DHS 
about 10 months earlier.  Therefore, if the questions asked in the two surveys were equally 
effective at eliciting women’s work status, we would expect virtually all of the respondents to 
fall on the diagonal in Table 2.   That is, most of the women found to be not working at the 
time of the DHS would report themselves to be not working in the SFT survey; those working 
as professional/ technical/ clerical (PTC)  workers in the DHS would be classified in the same 
category by the SFT; and so on.   
Of course, over the period between the two surveys there would be some transition 
into and out of the work force, and between occupational categories.  We can estimate the 
level of normal transitions by examining the PTC category in Table 2.  274 women report 
doing this sort of work in both surveys (Cell 2B in Table 2), a very high degree of consistent 
reporting.  Twenty-two women who report having a PTC job in the DHS survey said, 10 
months later at the time of the SFT survey, that they were not working.  Similarly, 25 women 
who were found to be inactive at the time of the DHS survey reported having a PTC job in 
the SFT study.  Using these numbers as a proxy for transition into and out of formal 
employment, we can estimate the level of these transitions at 7-8 percent of all workers in 
that occupational group, but at less than 1 percent of all women studied.   
Other factors may also influence transitions into and out of work.  For example, there 
are 15 women, who between the two surveys, appear to have moved from PTC work to 
agriculture/ animal husbandry.  While at least some of this apparent shift may be error, even 
if these transitions are real, we do not believe that it reflects women who have left office jobs 
to work in the fields.  Rather, it is possible that PTC women who were also raising a few 
chickens or a goat for home consumption at the time of the DHS study, had left their PTC job 
at the time of the SFT, but still persisted in their animal husbandry activities.  If this is the 
case, the level of transition is higher than estimated above – as high as 17 percent of all PTC 
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workers moved either out of the work force or between broad categories of work.  But this is 
still less than 2 percent of all women.   
These considerations, however, only pertain to women working in “formal” or 
“normative” jobs.  We will see below that many apparent transitions from agriculture/ animal 
husbandry work in the DHS to sales or services/ manual jobs in the SFT are likely to result 
from women working at multiple tasks.  Other transitions between broad job categories may 
result from women doing construction in the period before the DHS, and shifting to work in a 
seasonal harvest just before the SFT, or similar movements.  Such work transitions are 
probably very common, and it is difficult, at best, to estimate the level of these transitions.   
Finally, some apparent transitions are the result of error in one survey or the other.   
Nonetheless, even given these transitions, Table 2 reflects a substantial degree of 
consistency in reported work status in the two surveys.  Just under half (49 percent) of all 
women interviewed fall on the diagonal; in other words they reported the same broad 
occupation at both time points.   
The degree of consistency can be further assessed using the Kappa statistic.  Kappa 
ranges between zero (0) and one (1).  The overall Kappa for agreement between the two 
instruments is .247, which is significant at the .001 level.  It is also possible to assess 
agreement for each occupational group separately.  The Kappas for each of the five 
categories are shown as the third number, in brackets, in the diagonal cells of Table 2.  All of 
the Kappas in Table 2 are statistically significant (at the .001 level), thus demonstrating the 
essential consistency between the DHS and SFT reports of occupation.   However, only the 
Kappa for the PTC workers, the most formal/ normative of the work categories, is very high 
(.844), reflecting a strong degree of consistency in reports of this type of work in the two 
surveys.  All the other Kappas are below .210, with that for agriculture/animal husbandry—
which includes a very large proportion of women doing subsistence, very casual, very part-
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time work—being just .102.  In sum, though the two reports of work status in the two surveys 
are statistically consistent, with the exception of the PTC group the level of consistency is 
modest. 
At the same time, the degree of consistency between the two surveys in the reporting 
of work is somewhat greater than Table 2 indicates.  Recall that in the SFT women can report 
more than one job.  As it happens, among the 169 women who reported sales to be their main 
job in the SFT, 20 (12% - cell 3D) reported that they had been working in agriculture/animal 
husbandry a year earlier at the time of the DHS, a larger number than reported working in 
sales in the earlier survey (17 women; 10% - cell 3C).  We noted above that these two forms 
of work often go together; for example, women who raise animals may sell products 
produced by those animals.  And, indeed, all 20 women who fall in Cell 3D of Table 2 (DHS 
– agriculture/animal husbandry / SFT – sales) also reported in the SFT interview that they 
raise birds/animals, while 13 of them said they had worked in agriculture in addition to 
animal husbandry. 
A similar result applies to the 27 (10% - cell 5D) women who reported that their main 
work at the time of the SFT was service/manual labor but who in the DHS were found to 
work in agriculture/animal husbandry.  Of these 27 women, 2 reported in the SFT that they 
raised birds/animals, 1 worked in agriculture, and the remaining 24 did both of these primary 
production jobs.  Despite this, all declared that their main work was services/manual labor.  
In short, some apparent differences between the DHS and SFT reports are eliminated when 
all work reported in the SFT (main and secondary activities) is taken into account. 
 Despite this general consistency in the DHS and SFT data on women’s work, there is 
striking change in the work data obtained by the SFT survey.  This is our second key 
conclusion.  The first evidence of this is the overall higher level of work found in the SFT 
data.  As Table 2 shows, however, most of the changes in the respondents’ work 
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classification are due to women who were classified as not working in the DHS but who are 
found to be working by the SFT survey.  The 2003 DHS reported a total of 2596 women who 
had not worked in the year before the survey, while in the SFT only 1106 (43 percent) of 
these women said they had done no work in the 3 months before being interviewed.  The 
other 1490 women had worked in the 3 months prior to the SFT interview.  Most of these 
women (1168 - cell 4A - or 78% of the women who changed from not working to working 
between the two surveys) worked in agriculture and/or animal husbandry (with most, in fact, 
raising animals or birds).  However, substantial numbers also reported working in sales (113 - 
cell 3A) and in service/manual jobs (184 - cell 5A).  In all three of these categories (sales, 
agriculture/animal husbandry, and services/manual) a substantial proportion of all the women 
reported to be doing this work in the SFT had reported not working at the time of the DHS 
(67%, 85%, and 68%, respectively).  This is impressive evidence of the far greater coverage 
of women’s economic activities in the SFT as compared to the DHS. 
Inconsistent work reports, other than those in column A of Table 2 and in the two 
cells discussed above, are viewed primarily as error, though they may be evidence of work 
transitions, as discussed above.  Under any circumstances, the number of women involved is 
small (a total of 146, just 4% of all women interviewed).  They are scattered across a range of 
cells and follow no particular pattern. 
 
Nature of the Work Activities Captured by the Two Measures 
At the outset of our analysis, we assumed that the more casual, intermittent, part-time 
and home-based the work, the less likely that it would be reported in response to a keyword 
question about work, such as that included in the DHS instrument.  The SFT activities list, on 
the other hand, captures non-normative economic activities, as well as PTC work which is 
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more normative and likely to be reported in response to any question about work.  This 
expectation can be tested empirically. 
We can best evaluate the varying degree of success of the DHS and SFT in measuring 
normative versus non-normative work by examining, in detail, the women who reported they 
were doing service/manual labor in the SFT survey.  The service/manual category includes 
women involved in many different types of work, ranging from tasks that are home-based, 
intermittent and closely related to household duties (making butter, ghee, cheese) to work that 
is more regular and normative, but that may still not be contractual, or come with social 
benefits (working in a factory or workshop).  Only a few of the different tasks comprising 
this category contain sufficient women to support further examination.  Among the  jobs we 
can examine, however, are: 1) a casual, intermittent, home-based task—making butter, ghee, 
cheese; 2) a home-based task that may be contractual homework, or may be more casual and 
intermittent—sewing/embroidery; and 3) a job that is likely to be regular, and that may be 
contractual, and is almost certainly done outside the home—working in a factory or 
workshop.  These are the only three specific tasks for which we have at least 10 workers 
available for this detailed analysis.  We hypothesized that work that is more casual, 
intermittent and home-based is more likely to have been identified only in the SFT survey, 
while jobs that are more regular and normative are likely to have been reported in both the 
SFT and the DHS. 
Our test involves assessing the likelihood that doing each of the three specific service/ 
manual tasks listed in the previous paragraphs, was identified in the SFT only or was reported 
in both surveys.  In doing so, we focus on the 229 women in two cells (5A and 5E) of Table 
2.  Of these women, the 184 in Cell 5A were reported to be inactive in the DHS survey, but 
doing services/manual work in the SFT.  That is, they were “newly identified” as 
services/manual workers in the SFT.  The 45 women in Cell 5E, on the other hand, were 
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identified as doing services/manual work in both surveys.  To restate our hypothesis:  women 
who do home-based, casual, intermittent tasks should fall disproportionately into cell 5A 
(SFT only), while those who do more regular, normative tasks will be more likely to be in 
cell 5E (both surveys). 
For example, consider the analysis of women who make butter, ghee, or cheese, as 
shown in Table 3.  A total of 91 women made butter, ghee, or cheese according to the SFT.  
Eighty-nine of these women are among the 184 women who were newly identified as doing 
this work in the SFT (cell 5A).  Just two of the women who make butter, ghee, or cheese are 
among the 45 women who reported doing manual/services work in both surveys (cell 5E).  
That is, of the services/manual workers identified in the SFT only, fully 48% were making 
butter, ghee, or cheese.  By contrast, among those who were doing services/manual work in 
both surveys, just 4% made butter, ghee, or cheese.  (See Table 3 below.)  Thus, women who 
made butter, ghee, or cheese were strongly significantly more likely to be identified by the 
SFT only, than they were to be reported by both surveys.  This is what we expect of a home-
based, casual job such as making butter, ghee, or cheese.   
Table 3.  Test of Whether Production of Butter, Ghee or Cheese is an Informal (SFT Only), or 
Formal (Both Surveys) Task. 
 
Make Butter, Ghee, or Cheese 






















We can carry out a similar analysis for the two other services/manual tasks with more 
than 10 workers.  In the case of women who do sewing/embroidery there is no significant 
difference in the likelihood of identifying these workers in both surveys, or in the SFT only.  
Among the 184 service/ manual workers who were newly identified in the SFT, 26.6 percent 
did sewing/ embroidery.  This differs little from the 28.9 percent who do this work among the 
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45 service/ manual workers identified in both the DHS and the SFT.  Among the few service/ 
manual workers (11) who reported working in a factory or workshop there is a statistically 
significant greater tendency for this type of work to be reported in both surveys (6 of 45; 
13.3%)  as compared to women who were reported to do this task in the SFT only; just 5 of 
184 (2.7%).   
Among other specific service/ manual tasks with fewer  than 10 women doing them, 
there is no relation between survey first identified and making sweets (8 cases), but a 
statistically-significant greater likelihood to be reported in both surveys for women who work 
in a hospital or clinic (5 cases), and for those who are housemaids (9 cases).  We had 
expected sweet makers to be among the casual, intermittent workers more likely to be first 
identified in the SFT.  Perhaps if we knew more about the way in which these women work, 
we would understand why they were as likely to report their work in the DHS.  But, both 
maids/ housecleaners and particularly hospital/ clinic work are normative jobs, with the latter 
task likely to be formal and contractual.  Thus the fact that they are disproportionately likely 
to be identified in both surveys conforms to our expectations. 
Finally, we hypothesized that, on average, women first identified as working in the 
SFT (i.e. SFT only) would be more likely than women who reported working in both the 
DHS and SFT to be working part-time, and/or working without pay, two important 
characteristics of working on the family land or business, or on own-account, as many 
women who make butter, ghee, and cheese or who sell things in the souq are likely to do.  We 
can assess this belief by comparing the characteristics of the jobs of newly identified women 
in each work category with those of the women who fall into the same category in both 
surveys.  For example, we compare the characteristics of the 25 women newly identified by 
the SFT as PTC workers (cell 2A) with the 274 women reported doing PTC work in both 
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surveys (cell 2B), those newly identified as sales workers (cell 3A) with those determined to 
be sales workers in both the DHS and SFT (cell 3C), and so forth.   
Looking at each broad occupational category individually, only newly identified 
services/manual workers are significantly more likely to be working without pay than are 
services/manual workers identified in both surveys.  Considering hours worked per week 
outside the home, however, women first found to be economically active in the SFT worked 
fewer hours per week on average than did women who reported doing the same type of work 
in both surveys.  This effect is statistically significant for all four broad occupational 
categories.  Among women working in PTC and non-subsistence primary production jobs, 
these differences in hours worked, although statistically significant, are modest (newly 
identified women worked, on average, 3-4 fewer hours per week).  Among those working in 
sales and services/manual labor, on the other hand, the women newly identified in the SFT 
worked 18-19 fewer hours outside the home each week than women who did this type of 
work in both surveys.  This suggests that those newly identified in the SFT are more likely to 
be working part-time, especially those women who do sales and service/manual work.  (See 
Appendix B, Table 1.) 
This pattern is clearer when we compare all newly identified workers with all those 
who report being economically active in both surveys.  This overall comparison confirms that 
newly identified workers work significantly fewer hours than those who are classified by 
both the DHS and the SFT as working, even when we exclude those who work for 
subsistence.  Newly identified workers, on average, spend 19 hour per week outside the 
home, as opposed to an average of 33 hours for those who reported working in both surveys.  
Moreover, women newly identified as workers in the SFT survey are, overall, significantly 
more likely to work without pay than are those found to be working in both surveys.  Just 65 
percent of newly identified workers were remunerated for their work, compared to 87 percent 
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of those workers captured by both surveys.  These figures exclude those working for 
subsistence only, since they, by definition, receive no pay for their work.  
All of these differences suggest that the SFT-identified work is more casual and 
intermittent than work found in both surveys.   
 
Background Characteristics of Working Women Captured by the Two Measures 
Workers newly identified in the SFT differ from workers recorded in both surveys not 
only on the types of work they do but also in terms of their background characteristics.  No 
clear pattern emerges when working women are disaggregated by occupational category.  
(Data not shown.)  However, if we compare all those newly identified as economically active 
by the SFT with those who reported working in both surveys, we find that, overall, the newly 
identified workers are significantly: 1) less educated; 2) poorer; and 3) younger than were the  
women who were reported to be working in both surveys.  (See Figure 3.)  In comparison to 
women classified as not working in both surveys, newly identified workers are also  
significantly 1) less educated; 2) poorer; and 3) older.  As a consequence, when the SFT  
Figure 3.  Background Characteristics of Workers Newly Identified in the SFT, Compared 
































No Work - DHS & SFT
Newly Identified Work -
SFT
Work DHS & SFT
25
 
shifts women who were erroneously classified as not working by the DHS out of the inactive 
category, the average educational levels and household economic status of women who were 
not working in the SFT, increases as compared to non-workers in the DHS.   
 
Comparison of the SFT and ELMS 1998 Work Measures 
We have shown that the SFT activities list format is substantially more effective at 
identifying women workers than is the single keyword question used in the DHS.  But, Anker 
has suggested that either a detailed activities list, or several detailed keyword questions is an 
effective means of collecting data on women’s economic activities (Anker and Anker 1989).  
The 1998 ELMS survey followed the latter approach.  The employment module of the ELMS 
begins with a general keyword question asking about “participation in any work”.  If the 
respondent answered “no”, she was asked a series of eight additional keyword questions 
focusing on such issues as “producing goods that are sold”, “offering paid services to others”, 
“buying goods and reselling them”, “independent paid work, “helping in the family 
business”, “participation in an agricultural project”, “learning a skill in a factory or 
workshop”.  Finally there is a question asking about “participation in subsistence agriculture 
or animal husbandry”.  Table 4 compares reported women’s economic activity for the ELMS 
and the SFT.   
 First, note that the women’s economic activity is 40 percent higher in the SFT (64 
percent of women working) as compared to the ELMS (46 percent working).  But, the 
comparison by broad occupation groups is particularly telling.  The ELMS actually finds a 
higher percentage of women working in the normative, more formal PTC category.  And the 
SFT finds only about 35 percent more women working in subsistence agriculture/ animal 
husbandry.  However, in the case of sales jobs, service work/ manual production, and 
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Table 4. Reported Work in ELMS 1998 and SFT 2004 by Broad Occupational Category – 
Ever-Married Women, 15-49 Years of Age. 
 
ELMS-1998 SFT-2004 
Prof/Tech/Clerical 15.2% 9.4% 
Sales 2.4% 5.1% 
Service/ Manual 1.8% 8.3% 
Primary Prod – Subsistence 24.9% 33.7% 
Primary Prod - Wage/ Market 1.7% 8.1% 
Total Working 46.0% 64.5% 
N 3849 3293 
agriculture/ animal husbandry for a wage or for the market, the percentages of women 
workers identified by the SFT activities list is two, to almost four, times greater than the 
percent of workers identified by the detailed ELMS keyword questions.  These occupational 
categories are those where most of the casual, intermittent, part-time, home-based jobs are 
likely to be found.  Indeed, in the ELMS virtually all the workers not identified by the first 
broad keyword question were found to be doing subsistence agriculture.  A total of just 6 
women (only 0.2 percent of all ever-married women 15-49 years of age) gave a positive 
response to any of the 8 supplemental keyword questions8.
The implication of this analysis is that additional keyword questions make little or no 
contribution to the level of women’s work identified.  The single activity question on 
subsistence agriculture used in the ELMS was, however, helpful in identifying more women 
 
8 The1998 ELMS supplemental keyword questions may have been more effective at identifying workers than 
this result suggests.  According to its Principal Investigator, in practice when the interviewers identified a 
worker using the supplemental questions, they corrected the response to the initial, general keyword question, 
inserting the worker there.  Regardless of the discrepancy between the questionnaire’s instructions and actual 
practices in the field, the jobs that these supplemental keyword questions are meant to identify (production of 
butter or cheese for sale, selling in the souq or in a family shop, work in a factory or workshop) are the very jobs 
that remain under-reported in the ELMS. 
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workers.  In sum, the SFT activities list not only outperforms a single keyword question such 
as is used in the DHS, it also is more effective in identifying women workers than are 
multiple detailed keyword questions. 
 
Discussion
In assessing different approaches to measuring women’s work, we have followed the 
pioneering work of Anker and his colleagues (Anker, Khan and Gupta 1987; Anker and 
Anker 1989; Anker 1990; Anker and Anker 1995).  Consistent with Anker’s findings, we 
have shown that an activities list more accurately identifies working women than do keyword 
questions.  Unfortunately, Anker’s work has been largely ignored and forgotten.  Though the 
1988 LFSS and 1998 ELMS questionnaires in Egypt appear to have been influenced by the 
1984 Egypt methods test, these surveys used multiple keyword questions, rather than an 
activities list.  Anker has written that it is “not very important” whether information on 
specific women’s labor force activities is gathered “through the use of a sufficiently long set 
of key-word questions or through the use of an activity schedule” (Anker and Anker 1989: 
519).  On this point we reach a different conclusion.  Comparison of the results of the 1998 
ELMS and the 2003 SFT, above, shows that the eight detailed ELMS keyword probes 
identified very few women workers, and resulted in substantial under-reporting of work in 
several key occupational categories.  An activities list is required to fully account for 
women’s work. 
 Moreover, the activities list has other important advantages: 1) “no a priori 
assumptions are made about what is, and what is not, a labour force activity”; 2)  “labour 
force participation can be defined after the survey has been completed—in different ways for 
different purposes and definitions”; and 3) all jobs that a woman performs are identified, thus 
indicating “how fully individuals are integrated into the economy” (Anker 1983: 517).  To 
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these advantages, we add one more:  activities questions are easy; keyword questions are 
hard. 
 To begin with the last point:  the activities questions used in the SFT survey were 
short and easy for interviewers to ask.  Though the activities list includes a large number of 
questions (18 were used in the SFT questionnaire), each question is brief and clear to the 
respondents, who must simply give a yes or no answer.  Keyword questions, on the other 
hand, are often lengthy, and the terms used may be ambiguous, or even “socially loaded”, to 
many respondents (Anker 1983).  When the interviewer asks whether a respondent has a 
“job” or is “currently working”, the time she spends caring for goats, and making cheese that 
her husband sells in the market may not even come to mind; such tasks may be alien to her 
normative view of jobs and work.  It is widely recognized that, when using keyword 
questions, interviewers must use “special probes” or “detailed prompts” to help respondents 
“think about and report … activities that they might not ordinarily consider ‘work’ or 
‘employment’” (Schaffner 2000a: 238; Hussmanns n.d.).  But, the lower rates of labor force 
participation reported in the LFSSes of 1990 and 1995 (Figure 1), and seen also in the DHSes 
of 1995 and 2000 (Figure 2)—declines attributed to “waning effort” to carefully probe 
women’s work (Assaad and El-Hamidi 2001; Assaad 2002)—testify to the difficulty of 
maintaining a high level of detailed probing.  The activities list, on the other hand, makes 
these special probes and prompts explicit.  If the respondent is asked whether she raises 
poultry or livestock; or whether she makes butter, cheese, or ghee to sell, no probing is 
required: she can readily answer yes or no. 
 Anker’s work has been criticized because of the high level of women’s labor force 
participation reported (Basu 1989).  It is certainly the case that inclusion of household tasks 
in the definition of labor force activity—use value production (Beneria 1982)—will often 
result in “virtually all able-bodied women … [being] economically active” (Dixon 1982:542).  
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But, these are criticisms of the definition of labor force participation.  We (and Anker—
Anker, Khan and Gupta 1987) are not concerned with the definition of the labor force, nor is 
it our objective to prove that a high percentage of women are working.  Rather, we are testing 
the effects of the approach used to collect data on the percent of women economically active, 
assuming a consistent definition of who should be considered a member of the labor force.  
We believe that the DHS, the 1998 ELMS, and the SFT all use essentially the same definition 
of the labor force.  Thus, the much higher level of labor force participation found in the SFT 
is the result of using an instrument that more accurately measures work.   
 As Anker points out, an activities list “makes no a priori assumptions about what is, 
and what is not, a labour force activity”; indeed, when using an activities list, “labour force 
participation can be defined after the survey has been completed” (Anker 1983: 717).  This is 
because the activities list can include questions about tasks that may or may not fit the 
definition of “labor force activity” ultimately used.  For example, in his activities list Anker 
includes questions about some domestic activities such as gathering wood/fuel, making dung 
cakes, and fetching water (Anker, Khan, and Gupta 1987).  Since each of these tasks enters 
the data set as a discrete, explicit variable, whether to include these tasks in the definition of 
the labor force can be decided at any time.  Other criteria can also be imposed on each task or 
job when deciding whether or not it should be included as a labor force activity.  For 
example, workers may be required to work a minimum number of hours per week, or to earn 
a wage or make a product to sell, in order to be considered economically active (Anker, Khan 
and Gupta 1987).  But it is necessary to identify potential workers before they can be queried 
about the hours they work and the money they may or may not receive.  Although the 
workers newly identified by the SFT activities list work fewer hours and are less likely to be 
remunerated than workers captured in both the DHS and SFT studies, it remains the case that 
the newly identified workers spend, on average, 19 hours per week working outside the 
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home, and 65 percent of them earn money from the work they do.  Thus many of the workers 
missed by the DHS make a meaningful economic contribution—to their families and to the 
national accounts. 
 Finally, the activities list provides an easy means of identifying all the jobs a woman 
has performed during the reference period.  Other observers have noted that women in 
developing countries commonly are involved in multiple activities (Anker, Khan and Gupta 
1987; Schaffner 2000a).  When many activities are performed they can be added together to 
assess the woman’s actual degree of participation in the economy (Anker 1983).  But the 
DHS format provides no scope for recording more than one job, and the ELMS structure is 
less effective at identifying those who do multiple tasks.   
 The activities list requires a relatively large number of questions.  We have already 
mentioned that the questions are easy to answer, and take very little additional time to 
complete.  Nevertheless, it could be that in a survey such as the DHS, where women’s work 
is not a main focus, the long list of activities may be viewed as an undue burden.  In this case, 
those using women’s work in their analyses should be aware that most working women have 
not been identified, and that the identified workers have characteristics different from the 
workers left uncaptured by the single keyword question used in the DHS.  But, even in 
questionnaires like the sample modules for the Living Standards Measurement Study 
(LSMS), just 3 questions are used to identify workers.  There are no LSMS data for Egypt 
that we can assess.  But, we assume that the two keyword questions focused on identifying: 
1) wage workers; and 2) own account workers, supplemented by a question about subsistence 
agriculture, will be no more, and probably less, effective at identifying casual, intermittent, 
part-time workers than even the more detailed ELMS keyword questions.  And the LSMS 
does not face the same constraints of number of questions encountered by the DHS.  The 
standard version of the LSMS employment module asks more than 100 questions about work 
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in the last 7 days (Schaffner 2000b).  In such a lengthy module the activities list would 
scarcely be noticed, but would probably significantly improve the reporting of women’s 
work. 
We have already noted the need to measure women’s labor force activity for 
diagnosing the causes of poverty and inequality, and the prominence of women’s work as an 
explanatory factor in theories related to reproductive change, child welfare, and economic 
development, among others.  Commonly observed relationships between women’s work and 
these various outcomes may well be overturned or revised were they to be tested using a 
more complete measure of work as provided by the activities list.  Assessment of these issues 
is beyond the scope of this paper. 
We do, however, wish to emphasize one area where the activities list can have a very 
direct impact on the understanding of an important issue—the study of the “informalization” 
of the labor force.  Interest in the informal sector prompted the International Conference of 
Labour Statisticians to issue a resolution defining the sector in 1993 (ILO 1993).  In the last 
decade there have been numerous studies examining the growth and impact of employment in 
the informal sector in all parts of the world (ILO n.d.; Charmes 1998; Bajaj 1999; Chen, 
Sebstad and O’Connell 1999; Mehra and Gammage 1999; Standing 1999; Carr, Chen, and 
Tate 2000; Chen 2001; Carr and Chen 2002; Muller 2002; Chen 2004; Avirgan, Bivens, and 
Gammage 2005).  There have also been a number of studies of informalization in Egypt, 
using data from the 1998 ELMS (Wahba 2000; Assaad 2002; El-Mahdi 2002a; El-Mahdi 
2002b; Moktar and Wahba 2002).   
Although historically the informal sector has often been thought of as an urban 
phenomenon, in fact, informal work is prevalent in agriculture, food production, petty 
commerce, construction, and other jobs performed by women in rural, as well as urban, areas 
(Chen and Vanek 2005; see also ILO n.d.; ILO 2002).  “Many developing countries have a 
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‘traditional’ informal sector of traders, artisans, and service groups” (Chen, Sebstad, and 
O’Connell 1999: 609).  Indeed, that is what we see in the SFT data with a large number of 
women workers making butter, ghee, or cheese; sewing and embroidering; selling in the souq 
or from home shops; working as maids or housecleaners.  But, all the articles on 
informalization in Egypt focus on the “market” or the “paid” labor force (Assaad 2002) or on 
nonagricultural wageworkers (El-Mahdi 2002b).  This is a correct decision in this case—
imposed by constraints of the data available.  As we have shown above, it is precisely 
traditional informal workers that were disproportionately missed by the keyword questions 
used in the ELMS. 
To fully assess the impact of structural adjustment and other economic changes on 
women in the informal sector (as formally defined) it will be necessary to use an activities list 
to capture all the women who do casual, intermittent, part-time, home-based—that is, 
informal work in Egypt. 
 
Conclusions
In this paper, we assess two approaches to measuring women’s work in Egypt, 
examining two sets of responses from the same sample of ever-married women, obtained in 
the DHS 2003 and the SFT 2004 surveys.  DHS uses a standard keyword question; the 
activities list approach was used in the SFT. 
From this comparison, it is clear that a single keyword question fails to measure the 
full range of economic activities in which Egyptian women are engaged.  The proportion of 
women classified as working in the DHS is only one-third of the proportion working 
according to the SFT.  Our analysis further suggests that there are important differences in the 
type of work activities captured by both surveys.  Our expectation that women newly 
identified as working by the SFT are more likely to be engaged in casual, intermittent, part-
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time, unremunerated, in general, more informal, work is borne out by the data.  Moreover, the 
newly captured working women are disadvantaged in terms of their educational and 
socioeconomic background as compared to women classified as working in the DHS.   
We also show that the SFT activities list captured more working women than even the 
multiple keyword questions used in the ELMS.  While the ELMS identified a greater share of 
working women than did the DHS, the main advantage of the ELMS was in the area of 
subsistence agriculture, most likely because the ELMS included a direct activity question 
about this type of work. 
The questions asked in the SFT conform to a definition of work that is essentially the 
same as that employed by surveys such as the DHS and ELMS.  Thus, the additional working 
women identified result from the use of a measurement technique that captures the full range 
of women’s productive experiences meant to be included under a widely accepted 
conceptualization of work.  At the same time, the activities list approach is flexible, and able 
to accommodate any definition of work, including use value production.  The detailed nature 
of the questions allows for different definitions to be tested—even after collection of the data. 
The activities list used in this work was experimental.  Future work testing approaches 
that combine a keyword question, followed by an activities list, is required.  For example, to 
preserve the comparability of results over time, DHS questionnaires could retain the keyword 
question they currently use.  This question would be supplemented by an appropriate 
activities list to capture the many working woman the sole keyword question misses.  There 
may also be a need to improve the structure of the activities list to avoid asking inappropriate 
questions and to properly introduce potentially sensitive questions.  Examples showing how 
activities lists could be integrated into the DHS, ELMS, and LSMS questionnaires are in 
Appendix C.   
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While we have focused in this research on the labor force participation of women, we 
believe that the activities list would also be the most effective way of measuring children’s 
work.  We originally developed an activities list for a questionnaire that was used with 
adolescent girls in rural Egypt.  Much of the work of children in developing countries shares 
the casual, intermittent, part-time characteristics of the newly identified women workers 
found in the SFT study.  Research should be conducted to test the use of activities lists with 
children. 
Despite the need for further research, the activities list approach has already been 
shown to yield analytical benefits while remaining easy to use during data collection in the 
field.  A detailed list of economic activities such as that employed in the SFT may take only a 
few minutes longer to administer than the usual DHS format.  The additional questions would 
hardly be noticed in an extensive labor force survey such as the ELMS or the LSMS.  
Training interviewers to use the activities list is also straightforward, since the questions are 
clear and direct, with little or no probing required.  With the replacement or supplementation 
of current keyword work questions by the activities list approach, survey instruments such as 
the one used by the DHS could collect data that would better represent the full range of 
economic activities performed by Egyptian women, thereby improving our knowledge and 
understanding of women’s productive contributions and how these contributions affect other 
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Appendix A.  The SFT activities list. 
 
“In the last 3 months, have you done any of the following activities…” 
Done anything in the fields such as harvesting, cutting clover or watering plants? 
 
Raised poultry or livestock? 
 
Sewing or embroidery at home to sell? 
Made sweets, koshari, tamaia, feteer at home to sell? 
Prepared vegetables at home to sell? 
Made butter, ghee, cheese at home to sell? 
Anything else at home to sell?   
Worked in an office or school? 
Worked in a hospital or clinic? 
Worked in a bank? 
Worked in a government office or in the public sector? 
 
Worked in a restaurant or hotel? 
Worked in a factory or workshop? 
Sold something in the market or a shop? 
Sold something from home? 
Did construction work, such as carried cement, bricks or sand? 
Worked in someone else’s home? 




Table B1. Percent Working Without Pay and Means Hours Worked Outside the House 
Among Those Who Reported Having No Work in DHS but Who Were Working 
in SFT (designated “Newly identified SFT”), in Comparison with Those who were 
Reported having the Same Work in Both DHS and SFT. 
 





























































We begin with the DHS questionnaire.  An example of the questions used in 2003 is below. 
 
920 Now I would like to ask you some 
questions about working. As you 
know, some women take up jobs for 
which they are paid in cash or kind. 
Others sell things, have a small 
business or work on the family farm, 
or in the family business.  Before 
you married for the first time, did 
you do any of these things or any 
work? 
 
YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 
 
921 Are you currently doing any of these 
things or any other work? 
YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 
 
1000 Have you done any work in the last 
12 months? 
YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 
 
To maintain as much comparability as possible, we retain questions 920 and 921 just as they 
are in the normal DHS questionnaire.  We adjust question 1000 to provide an introduction to 
the activities list.  And then we just add the activities list following question 1000. 
 
920 Now I would like to ask you some 
questions about working. As you 
know, some women take up jobs for 
which they are paid in cash or kind. 
Others sell things, have a small 
business or work on the family farm, 
or in the family business.  Before 
you married for the first time, did 
you do any of these things or any 
work? 
 
YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 
 
921 Are you currently doing any of these 
things or any other work? 
YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1000 Just to be sure: in the last 12 months 





1010 Done anything in the fields such as 
harvesting, cutting clover or 
watering plants? 
YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1020 Raised poultry or livestock? YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1110 Sewing or embroidery at home to 
sell? 
YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1120 Made sweets, koshari, tamaia, feteer 
at home to sell? 
YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1130 Prepared vegetables at home to sell? YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1140 Made butter, ghee, cheese at home 
to sell? 
YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1150 Anything else at home to sell?   YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1210 Worked in an office or school? YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1220 Worked in a hospital or clinic? YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1230 Worked in a bank? YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1240 Worked in a government office or in 
the public sector? 
YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1310 Worked in a restaurant or hotel? YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1320 Worked in a factory or workshop? YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1330 Sold something in the market or a 
shop? 
YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1340 Sold something from home? YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1350 Did construction work, such as 
carried cement, bricks or sand? 
YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1360 Worked in someone else’s home? YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
1370 Did anything else similar?   YES .. . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . 1 
NO . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2
43
ELMS 
Immediately below are the work questions as used in the 1998 Egypt Labor Market Survey.   
 
1501. 
Did you participate 
in any employment 
during the last three 




Did you participate during the last three months 
ending 31 October 1998 for a short period or 





Did you participate 
in any agricultural 
production, or 
keeping of poultry 
and livestock for 
family 
consumption? 
(1) Yes  1505
(2) No 
i. produce goods sold at shops or project  
ii. offer paid services to others  
iii. produce goods and selling it yourself  
iv. buying goods and re-selling it yourself 
v. independent paid work 
vi. helping in family’s business 
vii. participate in project- agricultural, 
or keep poultry and livestock 
viii. learn a skill in a factory or garage 





If answer on any is "YES"   1505 
I II III IV V VI  VII VIII
1504. Have you ever worked before.  If not, go to next person. 
 
Once again, we maintain the basic introductory questions (1501) just as it was in the original 
survey.  We have replaced the multiple keyword questions (Q1502) with our activities list.  
(Recall that the 8 keyword questions used in the 1998 ELMS questionnaire identified only 6 
working women.  Therefore deleting them has no meaningful impact on comparability across 
time.)  Question 1503 about work in agriculture has been modified to emphasize the 
difference between work in the fields and animal husbandry, and to remove the restriction of 
primary production for “family consumption” that was included in the 1998 survey. 
 
Note also that in the 1998 survey, once a person was identified as working, the remaining 
work questions were skipped.  We would remove this skip, and identify all the types of work 

















Did you participate during the last three months ending 31 October 






participate in : 
(1) Yes 
(2) No 
(1) Yes  
(2) No 
i. Sewing or embroidery at home to sell? 
ii   Made sweets, koshari, tamaia, feteer at home to sell? 
iii  Prepared vegetables at home to sell? 
iv  Made butter, ghee, cheese at home to sell? 
v Anything else at home to sell?   
vi   Worked in an office or school? 
vii  Worked in a hospital or clinic? 
viii Worked in a bank? 
ix   Worked in a government office or in the public sector? 
 
x Worked in a restaurant or hotel? 
xi   Worked in a factory or workshop? 
xii  Sold something in the market or a shop? 
xiii Sold something from home? 
xiv Did construction work, such as carried cement, bricks or sand? 
xv Worked in someone else’s home? 
xvi Did anything else similar? 
To Researcher: Read all options 
i. any work in 






ii. caring for / 
raising  birds, 




i ii iii Iv v Vi vii viii ix x xi xii xiii xiv xv xvi i ii 




The standard LSMS questions combine the issue of working with the relationship of the 
respondent to the means of production.  (That is, question 3 seeks to identify those employed 
by others.  Questions 3 and 5 are targeted at those who work for their own account—business 
owners, independent workers.  We believe that this approach is likely to cause confusion, and 







During the past 7 days 
have you worked for 
someone who is not a 
member of your 
household, for 
example, an enterprise, 
company, the 
government, or any 
other individual? 
 
Yes = 1 > 5 
No = 2 
5. 
During the past 7 days 
have you worked on a farm 
owned or rented by a 
member of your household, 
whether in cultivating 
crops, or in other farm 
maintenance tasks, or have 
you cared for livestock 
belonging to a member of 
your household? 
 
Yes = 1 > 7 
No = 2 
7. 
During the past 7 days 
have you worked on your 
own account, or in a 
business enterprise 
belonging to you or 
someone in your 
household, for example, as 
a trader, shopkeeper, 
barber, dressmaker, 
carpenter, or taxi driver? 
 
Yes = 1 > 9 






Questions about work in the last 12 months are interspersed: e.g. “During the past 12 months 
have you worked for anyone who is not a member of your household.” 
 
If 3,5,7 all “No”, asked if “had a permanent job” even though not worked in last 7 days. 
 
If no permanent job, asked if looked for work. 
 
If not looked for work, asked if in last 12 months were “without work and looking for work”. 
 
If not worked in last 12 months (4,6,8—all “No”), go to next person. 
 
In our revised LSMS format we have replaced each of the standard question with elements 
from the activities list that most closely correspond to the intent of the original question.  
Thus, in question 3 we have included activities that are likely to involve employees.  But, we 
don’t limit it to employees.  For example, if someone works in an office, we want to know 
that whether they’re the owner of the business, or the lowliest employee.  Similarly in 
question 5, we ask about agricultural activities, but do not limit our responses to those who 
work on land or care for animals belonging to members of their household.  We want to know 







During the past 7 days 
have you worked: 
a) in an office or school? 
b) in a hospital or clinic? 
c) in a bank? 
d) in a government office 
or in the public sector? 
e) in a restaurant of 
hotel? 
f) in a factory or 
workshop? 
g) in a shop, or in the 
market? 
h) in someone else’ 
home? 
Yes = 1  
No = 2 
a b c d e f g h
5. 
During the past 7 days 
have you: 
a) done anything in the 
fields such as weeding, 
harvesting, cutting 
clover, or watering 
plants? 
b) cared for / raised birds, 
or poultry, or livestock? 
 
Yes = 1  
No = 2 
 a b
7. 
During the past 7 days 
have you done: 
a) sewing or embroidery at 
home to sell? 
b) made sweets, koshari, 
tamaia, feteer, or such at 
home to sell? 
c) prepared vegetables at home 
to sell? 
d) made butter, ghee, cheese, or 
such at home to sell? 
e) made anything else at home 
to sell? 
f) sold something from home? 
g) done any construction work 
such as carried cement, or 
bricks, or sand? 
h) done anything else like any 
of the tasks above? 
 
Yes = 1 
No = 2 








Finally below we show the SFT activities list as it appeared in it’s structured format in the 
actual questionnaire.  Questions identifying the main occupation when more than one activity 
was mentioned; and on hours worked; amount earned and its allocation to household 
expenses; etc are included just as examples.  These questions could be modified to provide 
more appropriate information to the task at hand. 
 
The SFT included no questions to determine whether the work is informal or contractual; has 




NO. QUESTIONS AND FILTERS CODING CATEGORIES SKIP TO 
As you know, some women take up jobs for which they are paid in cash or kind. Others sell things, have a small business or 
work on the family farm or in the family business. 
IF URBAN AREA  H2 
H1. In the past three months until this day, have you done any 
work in the field, such as harvesting, collecting cotton, 
cutting clover, or watering plants? 
Interviewer: Probe 
 





H2. In the past three months until this day, have you raised 
poultry or livestock? 
Interviewer: Probe 
 





H3. In the past three months until this day, have you done any of 
the things I will read out to you at home so that you or 
someone else may sell it and earn money? 
Sewing or embroidery……………………………….…. 
Made sweets, koshari or ta’mia or feteer………..…… 
Prepared vegetables………………………………….... 
Made butter, ghee, cheese…………………………..… 








H4. In the past three months, until this day, have you done any of 
the things I will read out to you 
Worked in office or school……………………..………. 
Worked in hospitals/clinics……………………………... 
Worked in Bank………………………………..……..… 
Worked in governmental office\public sector………… 
Worked in restaurant or hotel……………………….…. 
Worked in a factory or workshop.………………….….. 
Sold something in the market or shop………………... 
Sold something at home…………………………….…. 
Did construction work, carried bricks, sand etc………  
Worked in another house…………………………….… 













H5 Interviewer: check 601:604 
ONLY ONE “YES”                H7                     ALL ANSWERS “NO”                   H12            MORE THAN ONE 
Not for house household use                            or "yes, for Household                                     "YES", NOT FOR 
use only"                                                            HOUSEHOLD USE 
H6  
You said you worked <read out all activities mentioned in 
H1-H4> 
 
Which one of these do you consider to be your main work?  
Which do you consider most important? 
 
AGRICULTURAL WORK IN THE FIELD………. 1 
RAISING POULTRY/LIVESTOCK………………... 2 
SEWING OR EMBROIDERY………………….. 3 
MADE SWEETS, KOSHARI OR TA’MIA….……    4
PREPARED VEGETABLES……………………….. 5 
MADE BUTTER, GHEE, CHEESE………………… 6 
WORKED IN A FACTORY OR WORKSHOP…… 7 
WORKED IN OFFICE OR SCHOOL……………… 8 
WORKED IN HOSPITALS/CLINICS……………… 9 
WORKED IN BANK……………………………… 10 
WORKED IN GOVERNMENTAL 
OFFICE\PUBLIC SECTOR ……………………… 11 
WORKED IN RESTAURANT OR HOTEL……… 12 
SOLD SOMETHING IN THE MARKET OR SHOP  13 
SOLD SOMETHING AT HOME…………………… 14 
DID CONSTRUCTION WORK, CARRIED ……… 15 
WORKED IN ANOTHER HOUSE………………… 16 
OTHER (SPECIFY) __________________________ 97  
H7. On average during the past three months how many hours did 
you work outside the home?  
 
IF NO WORK RECORDED IN H1 TO H6 EXCEPT 
"FOR HOUSEHOLD USE ONLY", SKIP TO H12 
 
1. DAILY HOURS______________________________ 




NO. QUESTIONS AND FILTERS CODING CATEGORIES SKIP TO 
Check H1-H4
WORK                                                                                               DOESNOT WORK OR  
 RAISING POULTRY FOR  
 FAMILY USE ONLY             
 
H12 
H8. Did you personally receive the money from the 
(employer/person who buys your products)?  
 
YES (Even for 1 job only)……………………..………1 
NO……………………………….………….………….2 
WORK FOR NO MONEY……………………….………3 
 
H11 
H9. On average, what fraction of your earnings do you contribute 
to household expenses? Would you say almost none, less than 
half, half, more than half, or all? 
ALMOST NONE …………………………….…………..1 
LESS THAN HALF …………………………………… .2 
ABOUT HALF………………………………….…….....3 
MORE THAN HALF …………………………………. ..4 
ALL ………………………………………………..…….5 
 
1 2
